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observed relative distances of the two fragments of this
stellar explosion.
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FIGURE 47

The increasing separation of the two fragments formed by the explosion
of Nova Hercules on December 12, 1934.

WHAT CAUSES STELLAR EXPLOSIONS?

^VTiat are the physical processes that cause the explosion
of seemingly normal stars? We must confess that we do
not know at present, and can only speculate about the
different conditions that might possibly be responsible for
these catastrophic events.

The oldest, and probably the simplest, hypothesis is to
the effect that the observed explosions are due to external
causes, as, for example, a collision with some obstacle the
star meets on its way through space. It is known, however,
that, owing to the extremely sparse population of space,
the chances of collisions between stars are negligibly small.
In fact, it has been calculated that not more than two or
three such collisions could have taken place in our stellar
system in the past 2 billions of years.

But we know that interstellar space contains very exten-
sive rarefied material, evidently left over after the forma-
tion of the individual stars. These interstellar clouds, known
as gaseous and dust nebula, are often illuminated by the
light of neighbouring stars, and appear as giant luminous
nebulosities of very irregular and picturesque shape (see